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The Ashmolean holds an important place in the history of the museum as a cultural phenomenon. It was the first museum in Britain,and one of the earliest in Europe, to which the public was granted access. The present building, however, is not the original structure which opened its portals to the public in 1683. The Old Ashmolean, in Broad Street, now the Museum of the History of Science, was built by Thomas Wood to house the collection formed by the founder of the museum, Elias Ashmole. The regulations for the museum, known as the 'Instituta Ashmoleana ', printed room with lattice windows, and cases around the walls in which the numerous and diverse objects have been properly displayed with supplementary material. This new gallery sets a high standard for the Museum, both visually and practically. Great care has been taken to display the objects to good effect, with due attention being paid to their preservation after a long period of neglect in the nineteenth-century. These two concerns -the display and the preservation of objects -are central aspects in the world of museums today. This has not always been the case. These were not, for instance, matters that particularly concerned the Tradescants in 'The Closet of Rarities', where classification was the principal interest. Today, museums are supremely conscious of the need to set out the objects in their care in a way that is both visually exciting and informative. Occasionally, this is done without proper regard for the function or even the aesthetic qualities of the object itself, as though the method of display alone is of paramount importance. This, however, is not such a new development in museum consciousness as might easily be imagined. For instance, the present building which houses the Ashmolean Museum was opened in 1845, at a time when these matters were already being hotly discussed, and for a while the museum was one of the most controversial buildings in the country. The architect, Charles Robert Cockerell, was a man of 48 multifarious interests. He was chosen to design a museum for Oxford as a result of a competition in 1839-40. His main source of inspiration was the Temple of Apollo at Bassae: hence the friezes, the pediment, and the striking statue of Apollo that one notices on entering. In more ways than one, Apollo still presides over the Ashmolean Museum, as opposed to his counterpart, Dionysus.
The building was not to be wholly devoted to the museum, and one wing of it was for the Taylor Institution for Modem Languages. One pre-requisite was a long gallery, suitable for the display of antique sculpture, in this instance the Arundel Marbles. The building that Cockerell designed is by no means an isolated example of its type, for at that period in the nineteenth-century there was an expansion in museum building that began in Europe in such cities as Berlin, Dresden, Leningrad, Munich and London, and finally passed to America. These buildings were intended to house not only sculpture, but also paintings, as many of the large European collections were entering museums at this time. The actual display of works of art in a building which had only a limited supply of natural light posed problems, apart from any consideration of the extent to which it was desirable to admit natural light. Sculpture was not in as much danger from light as were paintings and there was a considerable debate as to how pictures should be lit 
